The prime objective of this study is to examine the impact of Human Resource (HR) competencies of front line employees on tourist arrivals of unclassified hotels in western province in Sri Lanka. Thus, a comprehensive conceptual model was developed and tested on a survey strategy and 131 frontline employees were taken as the potential respondents for this research. The findings revealed that there is significant positive impact of HR competencies of front line employees on tourist arrivals of unclassified hotels in western province in Sri Lanka. Interpersonal skills and communication skills were only identified as the significant dimensions in HR competencies. This study limits only to five unclassified hotels in western province in Sri Lanka and was carried out only as a cross-sectional study. The study has highlighted the importance for managers in developing interpersonal and communication skills of front line employees to promote tourist arrivals and highlighted the necessity of skill assessment of front line employees to identify skill gap existing in them.
INTRODUCTION
Tourism is among the main contributors for the economic growth and its alignment with hotel industry has created many job opportunities for the local population. But now the rate of tourist arrival in Sri Lanka is gradually declining as 19.8% in 2014 , 17.8% in 2015 and 14.6% up to Sep, 2016 (Sri Lanka Tourism Development Authority 2016 .
When investigating the real fact behind this bitter truth, the peaceful environment of the country is even existing but the human resource system of hotels does not serve to attract a considerable number of tourists to Sri Lanka (Sri Lanka Tourism Development Authority 2016). In past few years, Human Resource Management (HRM) has been identified as a very critical domain for gaining competitive advantage for organizations, as it has been renowned, backing to overall effectiveness.
Thus, this vital domain is widely acknowledged that human resources play an imperative role in the success of organizations. According to Nankervis, Compton, and Baird (2002) , the human resource is almost always the key component for organizational effectiveness and efficiency. Consequently, it is crucial that they would be managed excellently, so that they can help the organization to achieve its purposes.
In addition, Nankervis and Debrah (1995) highlighted that in a labour demanding industry like hospitality, the effective deployment of human resources can provide a hotel with a competitive advantage. Gilbert and Guerrier (1997) found that hospitality managers placed great emphasis on interpersonal relationships, leadership, communication, empowerment, staff motivation technology, finance and, training/development.
Further, Ahmad and Zainol (2011) , mentioned that the most important requiremnt for a managerial postition is leadership. In addition, Raybould and Wilkins (2006) , Frantz and Misal (2016) reported interpersonal skills as the most imperative capability for employees who are employed in hospitality industry. Hays and Hill (1999) , Luangsa-Art (2016) highlighted that specifically in service sector, employee's motivation is very important consideration in ensuring the service quality and hotel businesses need to rise their employees' motivation for continuous development of their business facilities provided for their customers. In Sri Lankan context front line employees are less qualified in dealing with the tourists of their hotels (Sri Lanka Tourism Development Authority 2016). Thus, need competent front line employees who are capable of dealing with the tourists in Sri Lanka.
The department of Human Resource Management (HRM) controls almost the whole feeling and the presence of the entire hotel (Gilbert and Guerrier 1997) . According to the Sri Lanka Tourism Development Authority (2016), currently there are 344 hotels registered with the SLTDA, of which only 113 have been given a star classification (from 5 stars to 1 star) and remaining 231 (67%) are registered as unclassified hotels which is approximately 2/3 of the entire set of hotels in Sri Lanka. Since most hotels in Sri Lanka are unclassified, HR competencies of employees especially front line employees, those who directly deal with tourists like room boy, front office staff, Gardner, waiters, receptionist, are very crucial for tourist arrivals. Boyatzis (1982) defined competencies as a human capability to behave in a way to meet employment requests in the parameters given by the organization's atmosphere to achieve the obligatory results. Moreover, Ulrich et al. (2009) highlighted that HR competencies explain what is expected from those who work in HR and form the basis for valuation and upgrading in the quality of HR professionals. Moreover, the success of hospitality firms as well as of service organizations in general is contingent upon the performance of its frontline employees (Chung and Schneider 2002; Singh 2000; Kunnu 2016) .
Moreover, Partlow and Gregorie (1994) argued that due to the complication of the tourism industry in relation to continual tourism managing needs, it is commanding for industry front line employees to grow their HR competencies. According to the Gilbert and Guerrier (1997) they found that hospitality managers placed great emphasis on interpersonal relationships, leadership, communication and positive motivation of front line employees, those who frequently interact with the tourists of their hotels.
Therefore, it is important to recognize the aspects of frontline employees' contribution that could contribute both to cultivating work performance and to firming up the firm's competitive advantage. Consequently, HR competencies of front line employees have appeared as a critical component for tourist arrivals. Slatten and Mehmetoglu (2011) also commented that there has been astonishingly little academic and empirical investigation on the HR competencies of front line employees and tourist arrivals and this topic has become so popular. Clearly, then, there is a drastic need for more empirical research that concentrates on HR competencies of frontline employees in hospitality industry (Gilbert and Guerrier 1997) .
Stemming from the above research problem, the problem statement of this study is as follows: "Why front line employees in unclassified hotels are not demonstrating HR competencies when interacting with tourists?"
In order to address above research problem, researcher has developed five hypotheses with the aid of literature as follows:
H1: There is an influence of HR competencies of front line employees on tourist arrivals in unclassified hotels in Sri Lanka.
H1a: There is an influence of communication skills of front line employees on tourist arrivals in unclassified hotels in Sri Lanka.
H1b: There is an influence of leadership skills of front line employees on tourist arrivals in unclassified hotels in Sri Lanka.
H1c: There is an influence of interpersonal skills of front line employees on tourist arrivals in unclassified hotels in Sri Lanka.
H1d: There is an influence of positive motivation of front line employees on tourist arrivals in unclassified hotels in Sri Lanka.
Based on above five hypotheses, the research model of the study is as follows:
Research Model 
METHODOLOGY
This study is in the positivism paradigm and carried out as an explanatory study. Hence, this study was quantitative and followed a deductive approach. According to the regional distribution, 39% unclassified hotels were located in western province in Sri Lanka. Thus, five unclassified hotels which were registered in SLTDA in Colombo and Gampaha district were selected as the research setting for this study. In addition, 170 front line employees working at five selected unclassified hotels were used as potential respondents for this study. Thus, the individuals were taken as the unit of analysis for this study. In additon, this was a cross-sectional study since data were collected at a precise point of time and it did not repeat. Accordingly, survey strategy was followed and selfadministered questionnaire was taken as the data collection device. In addition, pilot test was conducted before giving away the final questionnaire to target population and respondents were kindly informed that all responses of them would be severely anonymous and encouraged them to fill them as honestly as possible. This study has used the convenience sampling technique to select front line employees and final pre-tested questionnaire was distributed among 170 front line employees and received only 139 in return. But out of the received questionnaires, only 131 were usable since others had high missing values. Thus, the response rate was 82% and the effective rate was 77% in this study.
DATA ANALYSES AND RESULTS

Demographic Characteristics
Data were collected from 170 front-line employees of five unclassified hotels in western province in Sri Lanka. The sample consisted of 81 percent males, and out of the total, majority (44 percent) belonged to the 26-35 age category and 3 percent, which is the lowest, were in the above 50 age category. Regarding the civil status of the respondents, 42 percent were married and 58 percent were unmarried. Moreover, 39 percent of the sample had an Advanced level (G.C.E) education. Most (62 percent) of the front line employees were permanent and full-time. Remarkably, 70 percent of the total sample had been working for their respective organizations for only the last five years.
Preliminary Analyses
With regard to the normality of data, Kline (2005) established a rule of thumb for skew index of absolute value less than 03 and kurtosis value less than 10. Thus, these threshold values were used to test the normality of the data distribution. Accordingly, results indicate that the sample data are normally distributed and data transformations available to address problems of normality in non-normal distribution are not required for this study (Hair et al. 2010) . Scatter plot diagram and residual plots were drawn to examine linearity between variables.
In scatter diagrams, scatter plots took an approximately oval shape according to the visual inspection. Moreover, "Lack of fit" test was also performed on data to further confirm linearity. According to the lack of fit test results, the probability of the F test statistic (F = 1.317) was 0.073, which is larger than the alpha level of significance of 0.05. Thus, the null hypothesis that "a linear regression model is appropriate" was not rejected and long-established that linearity assumption was met. With regard to content validity, confirmatory factor analysis was performed using AMOS to measure the validity of the instruments.
As two variables were measured with multi-dimensions second order confirmatory factor analysis in this study. According to Hair et al. (2010) , the standardized factor loading estimates of the measurement model should be .5 or higher and ideally .7 or higher to ensure construct validity. Accordingly, all the standardized regression weights for items in the measures were above .5 and these estimates denoted that the indicators are related to the associated variables and approve construct validity in this study. Hooper, Coughlan, and Mullen (2008) suggest that a model should not be rejected because of large statistic of chi square value. Wheaton et al. (1977) , proposed, if reported high chi square values, χ 2 /df can be used to ensure model fit. Wheaton et al. (1977) and Tabachnick and Fidell (2007) , it is concluded that all measurement models have acceptable model fit. The figures in Table 2 indicate that the tolerance is far greater than .1 (Field 2009 ) and the VIF is far less than 10 for each predictor (Field 2009) . These values in table 2 reveal that no multi-collinearity exists between independent variables and assure that remedial actions are not required as well.
With regard to the reliability of constructs, Cronbach's alpha values of each construct were used to test the reliability. Accordingly, all values of reliability shown in table 3 are greater than 0.7 which show high reliability in measures. In addition, Correlation between HR competencies and Tourist arrivals is .580 and it reflects large positive relationship between two constructs according to the criteria provided by Field (2009) .
Hypotheses Testing
Hypotheses were tested using multiple regression analysis. The first, the Impact of HR competencies of front line employees on tourist arrivals of unclassified hotels in western province in Sri Lanka was tested with the aid of linear regression. The above findings reflect that there is a positive association between HR competencies of front line employees and tourist arrivals in unclassified hotels in western province in Sri Lanka and the degree to which it affects HR competencies of front line employees is .51. It means that when HR competencies of front line employees are increased by one standard deviation, tourist arrivals of unclassified hotels increase by .51 standard deviations. In addition, the probability of the t-statistic (8.41) for the standardized beta (β) coefficient of HR competencies of front-line employees is significant at .00 which is less than the level of .05. 
Model Summary
With relevance to hypothesis 01, 45% of the variance in HR competencies of front line employees is accounted for by the regression model from the sample. 44% of the variance in HR competencies is accounted by the model had it been resulting from the population. The model indicates that 25% of the alteration in HR competencies of front line employees is explained by Tourist arrivals alone. Moreover, F change is significant at .05 level, it can be concluded that the addition of tourist arrivals has increased the predictability of the model significantly. With regards to the remaining hypotheses (H1a,H1b,H1c,H1d), the standardized beta (β) coefficients for Interpersonal, Communication, Leadership skills and positive motivation indicate that there are positive impacts from each of them on tourist arrivals of unclassified hotels in western province, Sri Lanka. In addition, when Interpersonal, Communication, Leadership skills and positive motivation increase by one standard deviation, tourist arrivals increase by .401, .578, .231 and .357 respectively. When considering the probability of the t-statistic for the standardized beta (β) coefficients, only interpersonal and communication skills are identified as significant dimensions for tourist arrivals which is less than the level of .05. Thus, the results of table 7 reveal that there is a significant positive impact only from interpersonal and communication skills of front line employees on tourist arrivals of unclassified hotels in western province in Sri Lanka. Thus finally, H1a and H1c hypotheses were also only supported.
CONCLUSION
This research endeavored to show the importance of HR competencies of front line employee on tourist arrivals of unclassified hotels in western province in Sri Lanka. The results indicate that only communication and interpersonal skills of them are fairly important in predicting the tourist arrivals. Therefore, managers in unclassified hotels should be aware of the significant nature of these two skills on their tourist arrivals and at the same time should take necessary steps to improve these two skills in them specially. In addition, managers should pay high attention on skill assessment of their front line employees because employees' skills are fairly important for tourist arrivals and their job performance and overall organizational performance as well.
LIMITATIONS
The first limitation experienced by the researcher was that the researcher did not have direct access to a survey population. Thus, the composition of the survey population may not have been ideal. Due to the limited access to a survey population and unknown population size, this study was limited to smaller survey population. Thus, the survey sample was limited to 139 respondents. According to Saunders (2011) "respondents often feel the need to provide socially desirable answers in order to avoid bringing notice to themselves" (p.381). Even though this limitation is common for any research, researcher ensures that participants' responses remained completely anonymous and the survey did not demand any private information in order to reduce common method variance in this study. The next limitation was inability to conduct a longitudinal study for this research. Because the nature of this study was to demonstrate the impact of one variable on another variable, it would have been more meaningful if the study was carried out time to time as a longitudinal study. Quantitative research usually practices probability sampling techniques to assure generalization (Saunders 2011) . Due to the practical constraint like unknown population size, convenience sampling technique was adopted which is a non -probability sampling method in this study.
SUGGESTIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS
First, this study was based upon a sample containing frontline employees from five unclassified hotels in western province in Sri Lanka. Certainly, the use of such a relatively conical setting has some limitations, but it is suitable for the contributions this study has to offer. Future research should reproduce and expand upon the contemporary findings in order to discover whether there are alterations in tourist arrivals depending upon such HR competencies as the type of hospitality firms, the kind of contact, the level of customization, and the level of interaction. Second, the nature of this study is to demonstrate impact of one variable on another variable, it would be more meaningful if the study is carried out time to time as a longitudinal study. Probability sampling techniques are used for Quantitative research usually to draw generalization (Saunders 2011) . Due to the practical constraints (as mentioned above), convenience sampling technique was adopted which is a non probability sampling method in this study. Thus it would be more appropriate if future researchers could do the same study using probability sampling technique. Finally, if future studies are conducted using both questionnaires and interviews as data collection methods, this study will be able to draw a very representative and meaningful picture about the entire population than now. 
